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Chapter 16: True Colors 


"Have you run away from home?" 

After a moment's silence, Ms. Yuzuha hurled this simple question at me. 
Her tone of voice was somewhat difficult to describe. 

It didn't sound like she was interrogating me, but she wasn't simply 
asking a random question, either. She was curious, but I could tell by the 
warmth in her voice that she wasn't going to pressure me for an answer. 

"It's...kind of like that." 

The truth of the matter was, I ran away from home more than half a year 
ago. What I was really running away from right now was Mr. Yoshida's 
home. 

In fact, this laid-back, bran-biscuit-munching woman was the reason I'd 
given up on going back. 

What was she doing hanging out by herself in a place like this anyway? 
This question nagged at me, but there was no point wasting my time on it. 

"Wruwring aweh, huh... I ghigh hagh behuwre." 

Ms. Yuzuha tried to form words as she munched on the bran biscuit that 
was still in her mouth. She swallowed it down and continued speaking. 

"I know what it's like to want to run away... I ran away from home a 
bunch of times in my high school years, actually." 

"Did you?" 


"My mom and I never saw eye to eye on anything, and we constantly 
argued, so I ran away." 

A seemingly nostalgic smile spread over Ms. Yuzuha's whole face. 
Then, she cast me a sidelong glance. 

"Why did you run away from home, Sayu?" 

I was lost for words. Why didn't I want to go back to Mr. Yoshida's 
house, anyway? I didn't have a clear answer for that. 

Noticing that I wasn't forthcoming, Ms. Yuzuha looked away and then 
threw another conversation starter my way. 

"Fighting with your folks... Or maybe life at home's too happy that it's 
boring... Everyone has their different reasons." 

None of her guesses were right. 

Even so, the phrase 'too happy' struck a chord with me. 

"Do you get along with your parents? Are they kind?" 

Ms. Yuzuha continued with more questions. I knew I should answer with 
my thoughts on Mr. Yoshida, not my parents. She was asking me why I was 
here right now, after all. 

"We get along well... At least I think so. And yes, unbelievably kind." 

Ms. Yuzuha glanced in my direction when I answered, then gave a 
perfunctory "T see." 

"But you still ran away?" 

Her whisper of an inquiry didn't sound accusatory; 1t sounded more like 


she was confirming a fact. 


It was strange. Just moments earlier, I'd had my guard up around her, and 
imagining the scene of her hugging Mr. Yoshida was enough to make me feel 
sick. 

Even so, when I was speaking to her, I felt like she was coaxing my 
innermost thoughts out of me, one after another. 

"I don't think unconditional kindness...actually exists." 

Ms. Yuzuha's shoulders flinched in response to my claim, and then, she 
looked at me once more. She cocked her head slightly, clearly waiting for me 
to continue. 

"You always need some kind of motivation...to be kind to others." 

"T think so, too." 

Ms. Yuzuha gave a small nod in response to my explanation. 

"At home...there's someone who treats me unbelievably kindly. But I 
don't understand why that person is so kind to me at all..." 

My words came out steadily from deep inside; they flowed so smoothly 
that it surprised me how easily I could verbalize them the moment they came 
to me. I wondered why I was talking so openly to someone I only just met, 
and moreover, someone whose existence should be an inconvenience to me. 
Still, the words didn't stop coming. 

"I couldn't help but think that that person will cast me aside...when I'm 
not needed anymore." 

"So that's why you run away?" 

I nodded, and Ms. Yuzuha let out a small sigh. 


"...Well, I do understand where you're coming from." 


Ms. Yuzuha swung her legs back and forth as she dragged out her words. 

"I don't think there's such thing as unconditional kindness, either... But 
sometimes, you find a person who offers you that kindness, regardless." 

Ms. Yuzuha, who'd previously been talking about the subject as if it had 
nothing to do with her, now seemed a little more passionate about what she 
was saying. 

"No matter how much you question why they're being so kind, you never 
get to the bottom of it. Even so, once you start thinking about that, you just 
can't stop." 

She paused to let out a slightly amused snort. 

"And before you know it, you're obsessed with them." 

Ahh, I knew who she was talking about. I took a side-on glance at Ms. 
Yuzuha's face. Could she make it any more obvious? 

I could tell she was talking about Mr. Yoshida. And I could tell that she 
was head over heels for him. 

AS vague as we were trying to sound, we were both speaking about the 
same person. At this point, though, I was the only one of us who'd realized 
that. 

"Fear is such a troublesome thing. It can stir us to action, but it can also 
freeze us in our tracks." 

Ms. Yuzuha said out of nowhere. I lifted my gaze, which had naturally 
drifted toward the ground, and my eyes met with hers. She was peering 
straight at me. 


"I heard that ina movie once. I thought it made sense." 


Ms. Yuzuha continued staring into my eyes as she spoke. 

"You must be full of fear right now, Sayu. That's why you're feeling 
stuck." 

Now that she'd put it into words, I knew that this was true. I was 
terrified, terrified of being a burden to Mr. Yoshida and him possibly 
rejecting me, and terrified that I'd lose the only place where I felt like I 
belonged. 

"But if fear keeps you from acting, then nothing changes, and you'll stay 
scared forever." 

With that, Ms. Yuzuha suddenly stood up from her bench and stretched. 

"So, don't you think it's better if you just take action instead?" 

Her eyes stayed directly fixed on mine as she spoke; it was a pointed 
stare that I found difficult to bear in my anguished state. She may have had 
some depth to her, but she was still a very straightforward person. 

She must have been the one who made the move, and that hug must have 
been one of them. 

"Well, there are times when taking action doesn't change things either, 
though..." 

Ms. Yuzuha gave a self-deprecating smile, then plopped back down on 
the bench. 

"Are you talking about the person you mentioned earlier?" 

I knew the answer to the question before I even asked it. Ms. Yuzuha's 


gaze dropped to the ground, and she nodded. 


"Yep. I tried my best to show him my best side, but I can't get him to 
acknowledge me. I'm not even on his radar." 

That couldn't be true. She was the one who'd actually brought that 
unrecognizable expression to Mr. Yoshida's face. I didn't think he'd make a 
face like that for just anyone; it had to be because he saw her as a 'woman.' 

Even so, I couldn't bring myself to tell her that. I couldn't admit that I'd 
been spying on them. 

"Stil, it's better than doing nothing at all. If I'd simply waited around 
and done nothing, I would have regretted it when I didn't get what I 
wanted..." 

Her slightly harsher tone made it sound like she was spitting her words 
at the ground in frustration. 

"Sometimes, all you get from your efforts is the knowledge that your 
actions were just a waste of energy, but that's still more productive than 
doing nothing." 

I knew she wasn't really talking to me; she was rambling to straighten 
out her own thoughts. 

Even so, her words strangely resonated deep within me. 

For half a year... No, long before then... All I'd been doing was 
escaping. I'd been running and running, running from my fears, never knowing 
how far I would actually go, all so I could keep on ‘doing nothing.' I pulled 
all kinds of clever tricks to live this life, never finding any answers to 


anything. 


From my perspective, this woman in front of me was straightforward, 
stubborn, and beautiful. 

"Nothing's ever really a waste of energy." 

The words spontaneously came pouring out of my mouth. Ms. Yuzuha 
looked at me with a somewhat startled expression on her face. 

"It'd be irresponsible of me to tell you that things will all work out, 
but...Ms. Yuzuha, your straightforward, honest feelings...will definitely make 
a difference to that person in some way. 

At least, I think so." 

I chose my words in a careful manner, but when I finished speaking, I 
could see Ms. Yuzuha's eyes filling with tears. 

She turned away from me, looking a bit embarrassed, and scratched the 
tip of her nose. 

"That's some encouragement..." 

She said with a pout and then paused for a moment. 

"Thanks." 

Her words came out in a soft, hushed tone. 

"Sure..." 

Silence washed over us. It wasn't an uncomfortable one, but instead 
strangely calming. 

A couple of minutes earlier, my heart was gripped with a deep, 
inconsolable sadness. Now, that feeling had been replaced with a sense of 


peace. I really am nothing more than a simple child still, deep down. 


"T don't know if it's your family, or a lover, or someone else entirely that 
you don't want to be despised by, but..." 

Ms. Yuzuha stood up from the bench once more, then took a few bricks 
steps toward the one where I was sitting. She then sat right beside me. 

"If you still truly want to be part of that person's life, and want to feel 
needed by them, there's something you have to do first." 

Ms. Yuzuha took my hand in hers and gripped onto it tightly as she was 
speaking. My hands were freezing cold, but hers were extremely warm. 
Strangely perplexed, I reply with a question. 

"What's that...?" 

She stared straight into my eyes for a few seconds. Her direct stare 
made me slightly nervous, but I was unable to look away. I simply blinked 
and waited for her to continue her suggestion. 

"You need to show your true colors." 

"My true colors...?" 

"Yep, your true colors. The kind of person you really are. That you have 
this other side to you. Then, you need to ask that person, 'would you stay with 
me despite all this?" 

Ms. Yuzuha stopped there and suddenly let go of my hand. I felt the chill 
come back into them the moment she released her grip. 

"T think we all have some part of ourselves that we hide from others, but 
it's very difficult to ask someone to ‘accept you' when you're still hiding so 
much of yourself away." 


"1 see." 


I thought about Mr. Yoshida as I responded. 
I had the feeling he was intentionally avoiding asking me about a 
number of things, and I'd been more than happy to take advantage of that. 
However, Ms. Yuzuha was right. It was a naive and selfish thing to do to 
ask him to accept me when I was hiding everything from him. 
"And besides... This 'incredibly kind' person you've told me about, 
Sayu, has shown you nothing but unconditional kindness so far, right?" 
"...Right. So much so that it's scary." 
"Then that person will probably never stop doing that." 
Her words caught me by surprise. 
"T think that person probably gives you that kindness out of trust for you. 
So..." 
"Why don't you try giving back a little trust in return?" 
She was absolutely right. 
Has Mr. Yoshida ever once betrayed me? We might not have spent that 
much time together yet, but he'd still never treated me badly. 
"You're...totally right." 
I got lost in my thoughts, scared myself, and then ran away. 
It was all so stupid of me. 
"...Wanna head home soon?" 
A gentle smile came to Ms. Yuzuha's face, and she continued to stare 
straight at me. 
I knew she wasn't ordering me to go home. It was more like a question, 


and she was asking it out of pure kindness. 


There was no point in loafing about in the park any longer. Mr. Yoshida 


had probably started worrying about me by now. 


I'm going home. 

That's what I intended to say, but I was interrupted by the sound of 
trampling, noisy footsteps. Ms. Yuzuha and I both looked toward the source 
of the clamor. 

Along with the footsteps came a person. It was the person I'd been 
thinking about only a moment earlier. 

"Sayu!!" 

He shouted, making my shoulders jump. 

Mr. Yoshida, who was still wearing his work suit, drew closer, sweat 
running down his face. 

".,.What the hell are you doing here?" 

"Uh, I..." 

"You even left your cell phone, so I was worri-..." 

He started to speak, gasping for breath, but it wasn't long before his 
gaze shifted to the person sitting next to me. The moment he saw her, he froze. 

"...1 thought you went home, Mishima." 

"You too, Yoshida-sempai..." 

Ms. Yuzuha's face was the picture of bewilderment as her eyes darted 
back and forth between Mr. Yoshida and me. 

"Uh...1s..." 


The corners of Ms. Yuzuha's mouth turned up in a troubled smile, and 
the words that came out sounded strained. 

"Is this your daughter, sempai?" 

"How could she be?!" 

"IT guess not. Ahaha!" 

It was Mr. Yoshida's turn to look bewildered. He let his gaze shift back 
and forth between the two of us, before finally fixing his glare on me. 

"You'd better have a good explanation for this." 

A good explanation. 

Those words gave me a strange feeling. It must have sent him into a 
panic when he found out I was gone. 

Usually, people were relieved when I finally disappeared from their 
lives. 

The thought reminded me of what Ms. Yuzuha had said earlier. 

'So...why don't you try giving him a little trust in return?’ 

Mr. Yoshida had been nothing but good to me, and yet my deep-seated 
fears within me weren't allowing me to trust him. 

I knew I needed to confront these feelings head-on. 

I nodded slowly. 

"I don't know if you'll think it's a good one, but...I'll explain." 

Upon hearing my response, the wrinkles in Mr. Yoshida's furrowed 
brow finally smoothed out, and he sighed. I saw a drop of sweat run from his 
cheek to his chin, which made me happy but also regret that I made him run 


around. 


"Uhh, sempai, wait!" 

Ms. Yuzuha got up from her seat on the bench and made a great display 
of waving her hand in front of Mr. Yoshida's face. 

"What?!" 

"Don't 'what' me! She's a high school girl, isn't she?" 

"That's right." 

"Don't 'that's right' me! Uh, are you two living together?" 

"Well, yeah." 

"What do you mean, 'well, yeah’...?" 

Her eyes darted around in a clear sign of distress as she gently 
scratched her head. 

"So that's why you've been heading home early lately..." 

Yuzuha mumbled, and then tutted loudly. 

"I don't have a clue what's going on here!!" 

She fell silent and slumped back onto her bench, sluggishly stretching 
her legs out on the ground. 

"So we were both talking about the same person... Sayu and I. Haha, 
that's kinda funny." 

Ms. Yuzuha put on a foolish grin, then cast a glance my way. 

"Let's keep our conversation a secret, okay?" 

"Uh... Yes, of course." 

I nodded, but Mr. Yoshida eyed me suspiciously. 

"Your 'conversation'?" 


".,.Didn't you hear her say it was a secret?" 


I retaliated, and Mr. Yoshida frantically looked to each of us, before 
shrugging his shoulders in defeat. 

"Sempai!" 

Ms. Yuzuha's outburst came out of nowhere, and it was loud enough to 
make both Mr. Yoshida and I jump. 

"What?!" 

"You'd better have a good explanation for this." 

She put an air of menace into her tone as she hurled Mr. Yoshida's 
words back at him. 

He forced a smile, then nodded gently at her. 

"Alright. I'll tell it to you straight next time." 

Ms. Yuzuha stared at Mr. Yoshida and sighed. Then, she sprung to her 
feet with a playful smirk on her face. 

"Okay then. Since this feels like a 'family matter’, I'm gonna go home!" 

"What were ya doing here in the first place?!" 

"Where I go and what I do isn't really any of your business, sempai." 

She stuck out her tongue at Mr. Yoshida, then picked up her bag. 

"Did your heart skip a beat running into me again here?" 

"Not really... Ow" 

Ms. Yuzuha smacked him with her bag and cackled. 

"Okay! I'll see you around, Sayu." 

"Sure... See you." 


I wave back at Ms. Yuzuha, and she looked at Mr. Yoshida. 


"And you, Yoshida-sempai. I'm looking forward to hearing your 'good 
explanation’." 

"Fine." 

Ms. Yuzuha casted a sidelong glance at Mr. Yoshida as he gave this 
troubled reply, then turned on her heels and headed down the flight of stairs. 

She seemed like a cool person. 

I got the impression that she had a firm grasp on what was truly 
important to her, deep within her heart. 

"Hey, Mishima!" 

Mr. Yoshida, who'd sat himself down beside me, suddenly called out to 
her, and I flinched once more. Ms. Yuzuha looked back at us in surprise. 

"Get home safe!" 

His words made her cackle, and I could see her entire body trembling 
with laughter. 

"Sure thing, daddy!" 

She responded in an equally loud voice, and I couldn't help but laugh as 
well. 

Mr. Yoshida scratched the back of his neck in a show of embarrassment, 
then waved Ms. Yuzuha off with a shooing gesture. 

Once Mr. Yoshida had watched her turn on her heel again and head 
down the stairs, he took a quick look at me out of the corner of his eye. 

"Alright. Wanna head home?" 

This laid-back suggestion, for some reason, made me feel warm inside. 


I fought back tears and nodded. 


"... Yeah, let's go home." 
Mr. Yoshida let out one long sigh, patted me on the back, and we began 
walking. 


His shoulders looked so broad as he set out ahead of me. 


Chapter 17: Skin 


The first thing I did when we arrived home was taking a shower. 

The sweat I'd worked up from running around the city left my skin 
feeling disgusting, so I was in the mood to clean myself off with some warm 
water and straighten up. 

I also thought that Sayu would need to have some time to prepare what 
she would say to me. While I'm showering, she could re-center herself to be 
calm enough to have a conversation. 

I sat down in the shower and let the hot water run over me. My head 
was filled with relief, yet just as much with questions. 

First and foremost, I was relieved that I had found Sayu. That assurance 
was compounded by the fact that nothing had really happened, and she'd 
come back unharmed. While I was running around searching for her, I had 
even imagined that she'd been abducted by a thug. 

However, finding her safe and sound brought even more questions to my 
mind. 

Why was she out of the house so late at night? And why hadn't she even 
contacted me? 

If she had to run an errand, she definitely would have let me know 
before heading out. That was just the way she functioned. 

And yet, not only did she not send a message, but she even left her 
smartphone behind. 


As I pondered on the subject, it occurred to me that she might have left 
the house because she was fed up with being here. That said, if that was the 
case, it wouldn't make sense for her to leave all of her other belongings 
behind, too. 

It was also beyond me why she was with Mishima when I found her. 
Had they agreed to meet in front of the station? Then again, they didn't even 
know each other. 

Still, it seemed unlikely that they ran into each other in the park by 
accident... 

The more I thought about it, the further the answers seemed from my 
grasp. 

"...It'd be quicker just to ask her." 

I knew that. However, I couldn't stop puzzling over it all. I turned off the 
shower and stood up. 

I left the bathroom before my torrent of ideas had the chance to engulf 
me entirely. 

I dried off my hair and body roughly with a bath towel, and then put on 
my underwear and pajamas before exiting the dressing room. 

"T'm out of the bath, Sa-..." 

When I stepped out, I looked toward the living room and saw Sayu. My 
jaw dropped, and I stood frozen on the spot for a few seconds. 

"You, uh..." 

Thoughts rushed through my mind, but I couldn't bring myself to say 
anything. Eventually, I gathered up the strength to mutter a few words. 


"Put some clothes on." 

That was it. 

Sayu didn't stir a muscle. For some reason, she was simply standing in 
the living room half-naked and staring right at me. 

All she was wearing was a cute pair of bra and panties. They were 
simple and black with small ribbons on the trim. 

No, never mind all that. Why was she standing undressed in the living 
room? I hadn't caught her changing clothes, and she didn't even bother 
covering her body when I walked in. 

"Mr. Yoshida, I..." 
"T'll listen to what you have to say, but only after you put some clothes 
on." 

Co 

"Save the chat for when you're dressed. 'kay?" 

"Listen to me." 

She sounded serious. I couldn't think of a quick comeback, so I shut my 
mouth. 

I had no idea what she wanted to talk about, but at the very least, the fact 
that she was in her underwear must have something to do with it. 

"...Um, Mr. Yoshida, you might not think of me like this, but..." 

Sayu started to stammer her way through her sentence. I was at a loss 
what to do, so I simply avoided looking at her and listened. 

It'd be weird of me to keep staring at a high school girl in underwear. 


"I....am a woman... Well, a girl, actually." 


"Uhh, I already knew that." 

She'd made it sound like it was some kind of shocking revelation, and it 
caught me off guard. 

But Sayu shook her head at my words. 

"No! You don't understand, Mr. Yoshida." 

"What don't I understand?" 

In response, Sayu started to walk towards me, one step at a time, not 
saying a word. I stepped back reflexively, feeling the awkward pressure of a 
high school girl in her underwear drawing closer. 

I wound up having to look at her and found Sayu gazing up at me. 


".,.Wh-what's your problem?" 





"I think I have pretty big boobs for a high school girl." 

"Maybe you do." 

"And that kind of high school girl is standing in front of you in her 
underwear. You know that, don't you?" 

"Yeah. I've been tellin’ ya to put something on! " 

"How do you feel about it, then?" 

Sayu kept her eyes mercilessly fixed on mine as I continued to look in 
any direction but hers. 

"I don't feel anything. High school girls shouldn't expose themselves to 
men like-..." 

"Wanna do me?" 

She spat out, interrupting me and sending my thoughts screeching to a 
halt once more. 

Then, they suddenly came whirling back into action, along with a tinge 
of exasperation. 

"Didn't I tell you? If you casually try and seduce me, I'll kick you out...!" 

"All the other guys I've met so far..." 

As I started to reprimand her, Sayu interrupted me again. This time, she 
was almost shouting at the top of her lungs. I felt as if my whole body was 
constricted by the weight of her proclamation. 

Sayu grabbed onto my pajama shirt and clenched onto it tightly. Her 
hands were shaking. 


"All the other guys I've met so far...have wanted to do me." 


It was obvious from the way she called them 'the other guys' that she 
wasn't talking about boyfriends. 

She was talking about the other guys she'd temporarily stayed with. 

My heart ached for her. 

From the first day when Sayu came into my home and told me her story, 
I had kind of assumed that was what had happened. She always skirted 
around the topic, so I never got around to ask her properly. 

However, watching her standing there, silent and shaking, after 
everything she'd already said made it apparent to me that I needed to ask. 

"...Did you have sex with them?" 

I placed my hand over Sayu's, which was gripping my pajama shirt. 
After a moment's hesitance, she gave a small nod. 

I let out a sigh. 

pee SEE." 

"Did that ruin your image of me...?" 

"No...I don't know. Sorry." 

I couldn't categorically deny that assumption, and I felt terrible about it. 

Simply put, the tempest in my heart was a jumble of different emotions. I 
felt disappointed in the men in our society, enraged by it, and bewildered as 
to why Sayu had let guys like that touch her. 

"Don't you want to do it with me, Mr. Yoshida...? Didn't that thought 
ever cross your mind at all? Not even a little bit?" 

Sayu asked, wrapping her arms around me. She rubbed her chest against 


mine. 


I wanted to yell at her to stop it and shove her away, but the look on her 
face was serious and earnest, and I could tell there was some sorrow 
brimming just beneath the surface. I didn't have it in me to fight back. 

"Hey." 

This word came out of Sayu's mouth in a long breath, and her hand 
brushed over my private parts through my pants. 

"Whoa, stop!" 

"Not until you answer." 

She looked at me dead in the eye as she ran her fingers over my pajama 
bottoms. 

"Don't I turn you on?" 

She asked, slowly slipping a finger into the waistline of my pants. 

Even Sayu must have known what that much touching would do to me. I 
wasn't tough enough to entirely repress my reaction when a woman was 
coming onto me. 

My lower body offered firm evidence of that. 

I let out a sigh and stopped Sayu's stray fingers from reaching into my 
pants. 

"You do. Do you really think there's a man out there who wouldn't be 
turned on by this?" 

My answer suddenly turned Sayu's face bright red, and her eyes darted 
away. 

"Why are you the one who's getting embarrassed? You're the one doing 


all of this. You've gotta be kidding." 


"T-I'm sorry..." 

"It's fine, just let me go. I'll get pissed off in a minute." 

"O-okay..." 

She created some distance between us and drifted her eyes around the 
room, before covering her chest with her hands while blushing. 

"And now you're covering up? Go get some clothes on already..." 

"I-I don't want to... I'm gonna talk like this." 

Why was she being so insistent? 

I still didn't have a clue what it was she wanted to talk about, nor why 
this was the way to do it. 

"Um... It's, uh..." 

She struggled to find the words as her eyes roamed the floor below her. 

It was clear that she was trying hard to say something, so I kept my 
mouth shut. 

"I was so desperate. I was desperate not to have to go back home. I 
would have done anything to avoid it." 

The words gradually started coming out. 

"Taking in a high school girl comes with its downsides. That goes 
without saying. If the cops find out, they'll arrest you on the spot. That's 
why...I thought I needed to give people an incentive to balance it out a bit." 

Sayu fell silent for a moment and hung her head. 

She must not have wanted to put that one vital detail into words. 


"...So, that 'incentive' ended up being your body, huh?" 


She hunched over slightly in response to my question, then nodded her 
head gently. 

"...Yeah. I mean, I really hated it at first...but once I'd gotten used to it, it 
felt totally normal to me." 

"ial SEE" 

"When I felt like they desired me, I actually felt like I could be myself, 
and that I was needed. That made me happy... 

Or rather...satisfied." 

"...Right." 

I didn't know whether I was sad or angry. 

I just didn't want to hear it. 

And yet, Sayu wanted me to listen. That's why she was speaking so 
fervently. 

There was no way I could turn a deaf ear to it. 

My feelings ran in circles and threatened to surge out. I fought with all 
my will to keep them suppressed, simply giving short answers as I did so. 

"They'd all call me 'cute', say it 'felt good' and take advantage of me. 
And in return, they'd offer me their homes. It was easy to understand, and I 
liked that about it. And when the cost of having me over outweighed the 
benefits, they threw me out. That happened again and again." 

The look on Sayu's face as she recounted her past seemed indifferent, 
and she spoke about the past in an unconcerned manner. Her face was so 
blank that it was like she was reading out an account of somebody else's life. 


"That's why I just can't understand." 


She looked up and stared at me in the eyes. 

"Why do you still let me stay at your home, Mr. Yoshida?" 

Her voice was incredibly soft, but the intense passion in her words was 
apparent. 

"I've never given you anything, Mr. Yoshida. Even the housework I do... 
Anyone could do that. It might be convenient for me to do it, but there's no 
reason why it has to be me. I cause you so much trouble, and yet you were 
always just too kind to me. Too kind...that I don't know what to do...to make 
sure you never cast me aside like the other guys did." 

"You..." 

I couldn't form the words I wanted to say. 

I knew she was making a good point. 

There aren't many people in this world who would accept the 
downsides of a situation if it doesn't benefit them. It was something she 
shouldn't have had to worry about until she was an adult, but here she was, a 
high school girl, worrying herself over this issue. The thought of her offering 
people her body, of all things, filled me with a deep sense of resentment. 

"I really ama child. I'm stupid and helpless, and I don't even understand 
myself... So, unless someone wants something from me, I don't know how to 
deal with it." 

She drew closer to me again as she spoke. 

She stopped in front of me and engulfed me in her embrace. 


"If you're not totally opposed to the idea..." 


Her voice trembled slightly as she spoke with her head pressed into my 
chest. 

"Have sex with me. It's okay if it's you, Mr. Yoshida. Have sex with me, 
then I'd be a litthe—urk! Hngh! Wh-what? That hurts..." 

I didn't let Sayu finish her sentence and instead interrupted her by 
wrapping her in the biggest hug I possibly could. 

"Mr. Yoshida... I can't breathe..." 

"Shut up." 

"What, why...? Wagh!" 

I yanked Sayu along by the shoulders, and, still holding onto her, I 
shoved her against the wall of the hallway with a thud. 

"Mr. Yoshida... Um..." 

"No." 

"Huh?" 

"I said no." 

I maintained eye contact with Sayu as I continued speaking. My brow 
must have been all scrunched up. I just didn't know how to release all the 
tension that I'd built up in my face because of the stress. 

"Listen to me, and listen well." 

Her eyes fluttered in bewilderment at my demand, and she nodded 
gently a couple of times. 

"Truth be told, I think you're a very beautiful girl." 

"Huh?" 


"As far as high school girls go, you've got good curves, a nice body, a 
pretty face, and you're even great at doing the housework. You're perfect." 

"Wh-where's all this coming from?" 

"Still, you're still not my type." 

This proclamation left Sayu looking stunned. 

"...Huh?" 

"I'm not in love with you." 

Her jaw dropped, and she simply stared at me in the eyes, blinking. 

"I can't imagine sleeping with a woman who I don't love. Your body...I 
mean, it gets a reaction from me, but that doesn't mean I want to see you 
naked, and I can say with absolute certainty that I don't feel like having sex 
with you. You asked me just now whether I was totally opposed to the idea. 
So, here's your answer: I am. You got that?" 

My tirade came out in one long breath, and Sayu swallowed hard, 
seemingly overwhelmed. A few seconds went by with neither of us saying a 
thing. 

"...Oh-hh-kay." 

She nodded. 

"All good then... Now get dressed already." 

"O-okay..." 

I pointed at her discarded sweatsuit in the living room, and Sayu 
hurriedly paced over to it and finally pulled her clothes back on over her 


head. 


Her exposed flesh no longer consumed my vision, and I felt myself 
finally relaxing. I fell to the floor and sat down in the hallway. 

Every movement I made and every word I said was with the intention of 
stopping Sayu's foolishness before it went too far. And with that goal 
accomplished, I was finally able to regain my composure enough to tell her 
something. 

Inside my mind, the things I wanted to say began to form into words, one 
at a time. 

"...You told me you never did anything for me, but that's not true." 

I murmured, and Sayu, who was now fully dressed, slowly drew nearer 
and sat down next to me on the floor. 

"For me, my house was really just a place to eat and bathe." 

The words came out of my mouth bit by bit. I could see that Sayu's gaze 
was fixed on my profile. 

"I've always enjoyed my job, and the harder I worked, the more money I 
saved, so it never bothered me that my life was confined to the office and the 
four walls of my house." 

As I| thought back on it, I realized how much the words I said rang true. 

For the five years since I joined the company, all I could ever recall 
doing was working. Of course, there were some occasional drink nights out 
with coworkers or trips to the bowling alley, but that was it. 

Moreover, I never dated anybody, and I never took any long vacations. I 


spent my days up to my eyeballs at work. 


"I always thought that was enough for me. And I imagined that, if I 
started dating Ms. Goto, it'd make my day-to-day life a little more fun." 

My words carried a hint of self-contempt, and when I glanced at Sayu, 
she offered me a strained smile and exhaled through her nose. She was 
clearly unsure what to say. 

"But then you came along, and...everything changed." 

And then Sayu came along. 

These words flew out of my mouth before I had the chance to imagine 
exactly how it'd sound. 

"There's delicious food ready for me when I get home, and you've 
already run the bath for me. Not only that...but you're there waiting for me, 
too." 

I wrapped up my soliloquy, then heard Sayu, who was still sitting 
beside me, take in a loud deep breath. 

"How can I put it... You seem to be thinking too much about becoming an 
'asset' to the people you're staying with..." 

For all this time, she'd been scared of how people had seen her and 
what they wanted from her. 

I wanted to give Sayu a precise answer, and this was all I could bring 
myself to say. 

"Just having you at home has made my life so much fun, Sayu." 

I peeked at her out of the corner of my eye as I spoke, and I could see 


she was getting emotional. 


"Of course, I'd just been shot down by Ms. Goto when I decided to take 
you in, so my loneliness might have had something to do with it. But now, 
whenever I come home, you're here. We get to talk nonsense while we eat, 
and you're right there when I fall asleep. That fact alone has made me feel so 
much more comfortable at home. It's given me a reason to hurry back every 
day." 

As I continued, huge teardrops started running down Sayu's cheeks. I 
wasn't sure why she was crying, but at the very least, I could tell that they 
weren't tears of sadness. 

"That's why I'm not going to ask anything from you." 

I scratched my chin. I thought I shaved this morning, but a little bit of 
stubble had already started growing back. 

"I'm just a miserable, lonely old geezer, y'know" 

That's right. I should have told her that sooner. 

Ever since I picked her up, I felt like I was the one who had saved her, 
rather than the other way around. 

For some reason or another, she ran away from home, and this led to her 
living with a bunch of deplorable men. I felt like it was my role to protect her 
and turn her back into a sensible high school girl again, as righteous as it 
was. 

Both were how I honestly felt, but those weren't the whole story. 

It wouldn't be fair to assume that was all there was to it. 


"You can stay here until you feel like going back home." 


It wasn't enough for me to just accept her. When you live with someone, 
you have to treat them as an equal. Anything less than that would be wrong. 

"Will you please stay with me?" 

At long last, I voiced my true feelings, and Sayu let out a loud sob, 
hanging her head. 

She sniffled a few times before wiping the tears away with her 
sweatshirt sleeve. She then rose her flustered face and let out a shaky voice. 

"Is that really what you want?" 

"Yeah. Just stay here with me." 

"... You're such an unselfish, sad old geezer." 

"Right?" 

Sayu giggled, tears still rolling down her face. I started to find it funny, 
too, and my shoulders bobbed with laughter. 

She snickered and shuffled closer to me, still sitting on the floor. Then, 
she rested her forehead on my shoulder. 

"...-nks." 

"What?" 

"We make a pathetic pair." 

This was clearly something entirely different to what I'd heard her 
mumble before. She looked up at me. 

"I guess I'll have to keep you company. I feel bad for you." 

With those words, she finally showed me that familiar, carefree smile of 
hers. 


"Yeah, please do." 


High school girls are difficult for a geezer like me. 

But, for a high school girl like Sayu, geezers were probably difficult 
specimens to deal with, too. 

With both of our weaknesses now laid bare to each another, this may 


have marked the beginning of us actually ‘living together". 


Epilogue: The Girl Standing in the Kitchen 


"Mr. Yoshida, your beard." 

"What? I shaved!" 

"You missed a spot." 

"Huh?" 

Sayu told me, standing in the simple kitchen preparing a rolled omelet. I 
headed back to the washroom, and sure enough, I had missed a spot on my 
chin. I clicked my tongue at myself in disdain, turned on the electric razor 
again to tidy up the facial hair I missed. 

"But actually..." 

When I stepped back out of the washroom, Sayu started speaking to me, 
without looking up from the frying pan. 

"It's kinda like you, having that little spot of missed beard." 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

"Exactly what I just said." 

She turned off the stove as she responded, then shifted the freshly- 
cooked fluffy omelet from the frying pan to a plate. 

"Okay! It's ready." 

"Looks delicious." 

"Help yourself to as much rice as you want. Oh, take this, too." 

She handed me a bowl and the plate of rolled omelet, then began filling 


a bowl with miso soup. As always, the soup looked so good that I feel like, 


with her cooking skills, her true calling in life might have been a housewife. 

A few weeks had gone by since the night Sayu cornered me in only her 
underwear. 

By now, seeing Sayu doing the housework was second nature. 

It was difficult to explain the situation to Mishima after... But in the end, 
we smoothed things over amicably. 

"Well, it is you, Yoshida-sempai. You'd never have it in you to put a 
hand on a high school girl." 

Although she was a little rude about it, Mishima more or less accepted 
the circumstances of our situation. 

The thing that had been bothering me lately was how friendly Goto had 
become all of a sudden. For some reason, she started inviting me out to 
lunch; whereas she'd normally just eat a salad alone, she was now ordering 
much heavier meals whenever we ate together. 

Of course, I'm not unhappy with this sudden turn of events, but not 
knowing the reason for it has me on pins and needles; it's gotta be bad for my 
heart. 

"I wanted to show you my true self, Yoshida." 

She kept making comments like that with a charming smile on her face. 
She was toying with me, just like she always did. 

The environment around me in the office may have changed a little, but 
things at home with Sayu stayed trouble-free. 

I set the plate of rolled omelet down on the table and opened the rice 


cooker. While I fill my empty bowl with steamed rice, my eyes happen to 


shift towards Sayu, pausing to take in her appearance. 

"Hey. Why're you wearing your school uniform today?" 

Sayu smirked in response and looked to the side, glancing in my 
direction. 

"Does it suit me?" 

"It'd be a problem if a high school girl's uniform didn't suit her, wouldn't 
it?" 

"That's not what I mean..." 

She retaliated, pouting. 

"I just thought I should sometimes try to show that I'm still a high school 
girl." 

Sometimes,’ huh? Uniform or not, you're still a high school girl." 

"Well, yeah, but..." 

Sayu walked into the living room carrying two bowls. She had made 
steamed rice, rolled omelet with sausages, and miso soup. It was just a 
regular plain breakfast spread, but it whetted my appetite. 

"Thanks for the meal." 

"Sure. Dig in." 

She watched as I took my first bite, then continued where she left off. 

"When I wear this uniform, it's obvious that I'm a high school girl, 
whether I like it or not." 

"Well, yeah." 

I took a sip of miso soup. It had just the right amount of saltiness, and its 


flavor warmed me to the core. I loved this feeling. 


"I might be spending all of my time in the kitchen cooking, but when I 
see what I'm wearing, it reminds me what I really am." 

"That's nice." 

"This uniform has its uses." 

She stuffed a mouthful of rolled omelet into her mouth as she spoke, then 
nodded in satisfaction. 

Unable to make heads or tails of what she was saying, I offered an 
ambiguous grunt of acknowledgement. 

"You know, I ran away from home because I didn't like being a high 
school girl." 

This sudden statement made me stop my chopsticks mid-reach. She'd 
never told me that before. 

"But now, how should I put it..." 

She glanced about the table for a moment, then gave me a big grin. 

"Now, I'm kind of happy that I'm a high school girl." 

"Js that right?" 

I nodded two times and took another sip of miso soup. 

There was still so much that I didn't know about Sayu. 

After all, I never asked her questions about things she'd never told me 
about, and I didn't feel the need to, either. 

The one thing I could say, though, was that I was pretty fond of that 
smile of hers. 

"Well, whatever. School uniforms are..." 


As I spoke, Sayu looked at me as she took a large bite of white rice. 


"Your school uniform is...nothing special, but..." 

I should have told her it suited her, but I felt a little too embarrassed to 
put that into words. 

"That natural smile of yours...looks perfect on you." 

I tried to make it sound like a throwaway comment, then took another 
bite of rolled omelet. It had just the right balance of saltiness and sweetness, 
and its texture was so fluffy. 

It suddenly occurred to me that Sayu had said nothing back, so I looked 
up at her. We locked eyes, and I noticed that her face was beet-red. 

"What's wrong?" 

"Uh, er, no... It's nothing. Heh-heh!" 

She laughed in a clear attempt to dodge the issue and nibbled on some 
of her sausage. 

She had shown me more and more natural smiles as of late. Those 
smiles were appropriate for her age, and I found them adorable. 

She might have experienced a lot of awful things up until now, so it'd be 
good if she could at least loosen up while she's living here. 

All the better to save up my strength for when the time comes that Sayu 
would have to return to her own life. 

"Mr. Yoshida." 

Hearing my name all of a sudden, I looked up to see Sayu, who was still 
staring at me, opening her mouth to speak. 

"If I weren't a high school girl, would you fall in love with me?" 


"Huh?" 


My voice came out in a ridiculous-sounding squeak, making Sayu cackle 
and shake her head. 

"I'm kidding, I'm kidding. You're always so serious about everything. It's 
funny." 

"You brat..." 

If Sayu weren't a high school girl... 

The first thing that her hypothetical question brought to mind was the 
time she approached me in only her underwear a few weeks earlier. 

If she were a bit older, and not a high school girl-for example, if she 
were closer to my age... 

Have sex with me. 

The sound of Sayu begging me for it replayed so vividly in my mind that 
goosebumps started to form all over my body. I shook away the memory and 
snapped back into the present. 

"What's wrong?" 

"Nothing, it's fine." 

I quickly scooped up some steamed rice and chewed on it to avoid 
talking any further. 

At the end of the day, she was still just a high school girl. She was so 
much younger than me, and a little brat, to top it off. 

I swallowed down some white rice trying to convince myself of that. 

When I took a deep breath in and let it out again, a single thought began 
to creep into my mind. 


It was probably for the best that Sayu was a high school girl. 


The emotions this thought brought up inside me made me feel extremely 
uncomfortable. 

What difference would it make? 

It was too early in the morning to be thinking about such difficult things. 
I took a long, slow sip of my miso soup. As I enjoyed the sensation of it 
slowly warming up my body, all of those unimportant thoughts melted away 
from my mind. 

"Mr. Yoshida, you're eating pretty slowly. Are you alright for time?" 

"Hm? Oh..." 

I looked at the clock to find that there were only five minutes before I 
needed to leave. 

"Crap!" 

I muttered to myself, then frantically gulped down the rest of my 
breakfast. 

I rushed to the washroom, quickly brushed my teeth, threw on my jacket 
and grabbed my bag. 

"Alright, I'm off." 

Sayu walked to the entryway to see me off while I jammed my feet into 
my leather shoes, and gave me a small wave. 

"Have a good day." 

The morning sun coming through the living room window was shining 
from behind her smiling face, and I had to squint slightly to look at her. 

"...It's so bright." 

"Huh?" 


"Uh, nothing. See ya later." 

I stepped out of the entryway, took a quick puff of morning air, then 
slapped myself in the face. 

We were acting just like newlyweds. 

That thought, albeit brief, astonished me. 

I don't know for low long we are going to live like this. 

However, be it by coincidence or destiny, Sayu and I came to know 
each another, and now, we were living under the same roof. 

I didn't have the faintest idea what might come our way in the future, nor 
how things would turn out, but I knew I didn't want to give up before I had to. 

I looked back at the front door. 

Until recently, I always left and returned to this home on my own. 

Now, things were different. 

It was still my home, and it was still where I set off from, but now, it 
was also Sayu's refuge: a place where she could feel safe and spend her days 
in peace. 

The thought of working to look after this house filled me with a little 
more positive energy. 

"Alright, let's go." 

I whispered to myself and set off for work again. 

I may have been an old geezer and Sayu a high school girl, but our life 
together was only just getting started. 
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